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Interview with the RSC’s Hannah Miller, Head of Casting, and Kevin Fitzmaurice, Producer.

In the first of two commissioned interviews for this volume, two prominent members of the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) production team, Hannah Miller, Head of Casting, and Kevin Fitzmaurice, Producer, discuss their approaches to, and the effects of, casting. The role of the Casting Director is, perhaps, somewhat over-looked in the analysis of theatre and performance. However, since casting decisions for The Orphan of Zhao became the focus of intense debate, an opportunity presents itself to begin to engage with the work of the Casting Director more fully. After all, as other articles in this journal testify, the reciprocally discursive process through which a director’s vision is mediated and materialised through the choice of actor not only takes on theatrical significance, but socio-political significance too. 
Comparatively little research has been conducted on the history of casting practices in modern British theatre. According to Jami Rogers, the first instance of contemporary colour-blind casting in a production of Shakespeare took place in 1958, when the Trinidadian-born actor Edric Connor (1913-1968) was cast in place of Paul Robeson (1898-1976) in the role of Gowar in the RSC’s production of Pericles at the Shakespeare Memorial Theatre in Stratford-upon-Avon.​[1]​ Subsequently, Connor campaigned to promote integrated casting, which eventually resulted in positive legislation from Equity in 1968, legislation that only creepingly led to increased participation for Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) actors in the arts.​[2]​ From the 1970s onwards, and across the final decades of the twentieth century, BAME actors featured in a number of RSC productions of Shakespeare, and the passing of the millennium was greeted by a ‘landmark’ production that cast David Oyelowo as Henry VI.​[3]​ As Sita Thomas has highlighted through her contextualisation of The Orphan of Zhao, the RSC can also point to a spate of recent productions where BAME actors were represented, sometimes as the majority, in the cast. Even from this very brief outline, the RSC may feel justified in arguing that they have a long-standing commitment to creating ethnically diverse companies. 
	Yet, as noted in the Editorial, during the period of The Orphan of Zhao’s production, the RSC set diversity targets as part of its broader strategic plan. Thus, whilst the RSC can point to evidence of its engagement with BAME actors across its production history, establishing in what ways targets were met, and in what capacity different BAME groups participated, is no easy task. For instance, data on the racial-ethnic make-up of those holding institutional positions within the RSC is not currently in the public domain, and further research is needed to know the full extent of BAME participation in the casting process, not just at the RSC, but in British theatre more widely. How many BAME actors are auditioned in a given year? How many are cast? How many are working ‘behind the scenes’? These are difficult questions to answer when no British theatre company is currently required to carry out ethnic monitoring of auditionees and it was only in July 2014 that Arts Council England announced that it now requires all publicly funded theatre companies to monitor the diversity of actors employed in productions – finally catching up with regulations in the US.​[4]​ Like other theatre institutions, including the National Theatre, the RSC annual report, available from the RSC’s website, provides no statistical analysis of the ethnicity of its actors, nor its staff, nor its achievement of specific targets in this regard. 
In preparing the introduction to this interview, the authors made a Freedom of Information request to the RSC for a document that outlined its casting policy. The response was as follows:

As a national theatre company, receiving public investment from Arts Council England, we are committed to equal opportunities.  We have always sought to reflect the diversity of Britain on our stages.  And we give our directors and designers freedom to explore and interpret the plays we programme in a way they believe has resonance and vitality.
When casting a group of actors to form a single company performing several plays in repertoire  - a ‘cross cast’ company - the casting department aim to present to the directors, through the auditioning process, a diverse range of actors and our expectation is that the directors will cast a culturally diverse acting company.  We cast the actors with the most appropriate level of skill and talent for the roles, regardless of their ethnicity. Sometimes the cultural heritage or gender of the actor plays no part in the storytelling. Sometimes racial or gender politics or a sense of a particular place and time are central to the themes, plot and relationships the directors want to illuminate within the production.  Any exception to our approach to casting a diverse acting company, because of the specific content or context of a play or production, has to be agreed by the Artistic Director. 
Our casting department see the work of as many actors as possible. It is important to us to reach out to actors who may not see the RSC as their natural home.  We also work with the industry to find new ways to open up our casting process to actors of all cultural and social backgrounds.
 
Whilst the above text outlines the general approach adopted by the RSC, it does not, perhaps, address in specific terms the policies that demonstrate precisely how the RSC actively opens the company up to actors of all cultural and social backgrounds. After all, whether and how members of different BAME communities choose to become actors is shaped by socio-economic, cultural and political dynamics. Of course, the RSC cannot, by itself, be held accountable for perceived gaps in BAME representation in the acting profession. Yet, questions might be asked about how institutions, including, but not limited to, the RSC, strategize to support actors of all cultural and social backgrounds from the grass roots up. Does ‘a “cross-cast” company’ automatically lead to ‘reflecting the diversity of Britain on stage’, as the RSC policy implies? Is there unevenness in progress, and how might this be addressed? At present, the RSC policy, as presented to us for the purposes of this introduction, is unclear on these points.
	The above critique is particularly significant because it takes us to the heart of the argument about The Orphan of Zhao, which is played out across these interviews with the RSC and British East Asian Artists (BEAA), as well as in the supporting documents issued by both sides at the height of the controversy. Whilst the RSC can demonstrate progress in representing Black and South Asian actors on stage, it might be argued that it is much more difficult to find equivalent evidence of engagement with British East Asian (BEA) actors. Indeed, by arguing that The Orphan of Zhao offered a prime opportunity to address this issue, BEAA accused the RSC of not doing enough to open the door to them.
In the interview, Fitzmaurice explains the rationale for the A World Elsewhere Season, and Miller defends the casting decisions for The Orphan of Zhao, highlighting the significance of actor demographics, the individual actor’s track record, and the desire to reflect multiculturalism through colour-blind casting. Whilst Miller and Fitzmaurice, who are both White, refute the criticisms that were made, they explain how the controversy led to a new consciousness of the concerns of BEA artists at the RSC. Indeed, in the aftermath of the furore, the RSC participated in the Opening the Door: East Asians in British Theatre, held by Devoted and Disgruntled (an initiative run by the Improbable Theatre Company) at The Young Vic on 13 February 2013 and organised in partnership with Arts Council England, SOLT/TMA, CDG, Equity, ITC and the Young Vic.  As Fitzmaurice himself wrote in response to the event, ‘On one hand the BEA experience needs to be heard in mass culture - and at the same time BEA artists as individuals are fighting for opportunities to be seen in not-necessarily-culturally-specific TV and theatre.’​[5]​ This interview highlights the challenges that an institution faces in meeting these seemingly contradictory demands. 

About the interview
Hannah Miller is the Head of Casting at the RSC. Having studied Drama at the University of Hull she went to work at Cheek by Jowl followed by the National Theatre as a Casting Assistant. She then moved to the RSC as Deputy Casting Director, was Casting Director for the Birmingham Rep and then returned to the RSC in 2008. She has also cast productions for Northampton Theatres, Hampstead Theatre, the Young Vic, Cardboard Citizens, Treatment Theatre and Sheffield Theatres. Hannah also works regularly in drama schools and with other industry organizations advising actors on professional development.
Kevin Fitzmaurice is a Producer at the RSC.  He has been involved in producing over 150 productions at the RSC, the Almeida and, from 2001 to 2009, as Executive Director at the Young Vic.
Ashley Thorpe (Royal Holloway, University of London) and Amanda Rogers (Swansea University) conducted the interview on 18 November 2013 at the London office of the RSC. 

AT: Could I begin by asking you to explain how casting at the RSC works?  I appreciate that it is very specific to each production and that a different kind of strategy might be deployed according to the needs of each project. 

Because of the RSC’s unique approach to programming, the casting process is basically the same for most projects. Most seasons consist of two, three or sometimes four productions (each with different directors) performed by one single company of actors. Occasionally we programme single productions (for touring, for example), employing one company of actors performing only in that show but this is less common. 
The starting point would be collective discussions with the directors about how the productions could be cross-cast, as well as individual conversations about each director’s vision for and ideas behind each production. They might have particular reference points (e.g. we need someone a bit like David Cameron) and we might have specific questions such as, is there a relationship between these two characters? Is one actor always going to have to be older than another because they are father and son? 
This then feeds into my cross-casting plan and how we can create ‘lines’ of parts for actors which are realistic in terms of the character briefs, but which will be interesting enough to entice people to want to commit to a relatively long contract. I try to get a balance in the way in which leading roles are cast across the company, so that there is an even spread of responsibility, although this is not always achievable because of where actors are in their careers and the expectations they bring when signing a longer contract which will take them away from home. In theory though, it is great to have someone take a large, middle-sized and smaller part across a season of three plays.
In terms of the make-up of the companies, around half of the actors who have worked with us recently were making their RSC debut despite being at different stages in their careers. We have an incredibly diverse group of people working with us and though many have worked with us before others are relatively early on in their careers and some have never done any Shakespeare before.
We are also responding, to the requirements that the Director has for his or her show, including specialist skills. At that point we start checking the availability of lots of actors and begin to audition with the directors. Then we start to get the directors together and see which roles they feel ready to make offers on whilst also considering which parts the actors under consideration would be interested in playing across a season of work.  So, we start a process of negotiation around how we pull a group of actors together who will all have something interesting to do, will all feel stimulated given where they are at in their career, and will all succeed in telling the stories that the directors are interested in.  

KF: The physical process of casting is incredibly complicated because you have got three directors who are all going to be very busy. Of course we are looking for successful, busy directors to come and work for us, but therefore getting them together to discuss the casting of the season can take Hannah months!

HM: And actually we don't always have months because, as Kevin says, if you are working with really great people they have less time, so it turns into a kind of juggling act. Also, I think people would probably be quite surprised by the number of actors who kindly pass on auditioning. We were casting the A World Elsewhere season at fairly normal notice, but for example some actors’ availability isn’t always clear due to the system of television options (whereby an actor is on first call to a series but may in fact end up being available nearer the time). Some actors don't feel that it is right for them to be out of London, or away from their families, or just don't want to commit to such a long contract depending on what else is going on in their professional lives. There is constantly a very mixed response to what we are trying to do which is every actor’s prerogative. 

AR: You mentioned different kinds of skills and experiences, but when you are looking at actors are you looking for a track record? Only it seems that you don’t conduct open auditions. 

HM: Most actors we work with will have had some professional experience previously. We are not necessarily going to be the first stepping-stone for most actors. In order to work at the RSC, actors probably should have a track record, and have produced good work elsewhere. Before we bring in actors for audition, we will have seen them work elsewhere and will have seen that they have potential. It might be at drama school or youth theatre but nine times out of ten, we would have seen them work in professional theatre. I do think that working at the RSC should be something that people strive for. I am more likely to feel confident in somebody who has mainly worked outside of London but in a bigger theatre, than someone who had only ever worked in smaller spaces. There is robustness and muscularity to the language of the plays that the RSC tends to stage, including in contemporary or adapted texts. There is muscularity to the story telling and a need to fill our theatre spaces. This means that it is more appropriate to see somebody perform on a larger stage than in a small fringe venue. There can be no denying that there are some skills and some techniques that are required to do this kind of work. Having said this me and my colleagues see actors work in many different contexts. 
We don't do open auditions and ask people to simply turn up on a certain day. For me it is about the quality of audition experience for the actor, so we don't do open calls. We have twenty minutes minimum for an audition; you have a chat, you do your reading, you do it again and you have another conversation with the director. It is about that one-to-one quality experience. If you have got four hundred people outside you won't be able to get to see them properly, and you probably won't get to see half of them at all. Consequently there could be two hundred people outside who think that we have not done our job properly, when it is just simply impossible to operate like that. 

AR: Do you track people?  Do you see people who strike you as really brilliant at drama school and then you keep an eye on them to see how they develop?

HM: Yes we do. We might see an actor for a project and then keep an eye on them.  Some people might have an audition and not get the job, but it is not the case that we don't ever see them again; we will probably get them in next time, for something else and just see how they are developing. That is part of the job, to watch how people develop throughout their careers. Actors do change and they develop new skills. 

AT: So would you say that you have ideas about particular roles that you need to cast, and when you see someone do a piece of work that suggests a different direction for the project that becomes significant? Or does an actor need to have proven that they can do a role in the intended way before you would even invite them?

HM: No, it is not a tick box exercise. It is instinctive; when you feel there is something exciting about a particular actor.  We all know when we see a performer that we just want to watch. That is the beginning of it: you are interested in watching that person and you are engaged with them. But then you have to think: are they witty enough for this role, or can they play a character who commands authority for example.  There are some totally brilliant actors who can't play really high status characters as successfully as another actor (for example a king or a president) but that doesn't mean that they are not great actors.  
It’s important to give good actors the chance to show the director what they would bring to the role and see what the possibilities might be. However we do have to make very difficult decisions about who to bring in for an audition as we simply can’t see everyone who is free and would like to be seen. That’s the most difficult part of the job. 
However, sometimes actors have to be encouraged a little bit by a director to see what they come up with. I will often bring in, say five people, for a role, all of whom will interpret it completely differently. I am trying to give the director options to see how they respond to them on a personal level. The director is the person who has to spend six or ten weeks in a rehearsal room with the actor. It might open up different ways of looking at the part. It does happen that a director will be really clear about a character, and then an actor comes in and interprets a text so brilliantly, owns it so well, in their own way, and that wins the day. The director changes their mind about how they see the character.

AT:  Can we move on to the idea of non-culturally specific casting? The RSC is known for practising this. Could you describe what it means to you and how it works?

HM: It is our ambition at the RSC to try to ensure that the demographic of Britain today is reflected on our stages. I will always assume that I am bringing in the best actors for a particular role regardless of their cultural background or ethnicity, unless I have had a discussion with the director to the contrary.
For example, if we are casting Othello, the director and I need to have a robust conversation regarding the role of racial politics in the play and this production and what this means for the casting. For example is it the director’s view that Othello must be the only part played by a Black actor? Does that mean the only Black actor who appears on stage or the only BAME actor in the company? 
We are continually trying to re-investigate Shakespeare for new audiences and to find different contexts for the plays. For example, sometimes it is a decision, as with Gregory Doran’s solus production of Julius Caesar, to give the play a very specific setting – which was Africa.​[6]​ Now the demographic of Africa is of course diverse, but what was important for this interpretation of the play was to portray a Black African community and therefore we cast a company of Black British actors. 
However, unless we have that kind of conversation, I assume that I am looking to bring in whoever feels like the right actor for the part – and an actor’s age, skills and experience is always going to have the most bearing on the size of role they play.  These two things run in tandem – the importance of having as diverse a company as possible, whilst also reflecting the director’s vision for the production. 

AT: It seems to me that there is a kind of tension here. You may be casting an actor because they are the best for that role, and race and ethnicity has no bearing on this. Then, on stage, the materiality of that casting decision takes on significance. Could you talk about your experience of working with directors to navigate through that process? I mean, in one sense it might not matter whether an actor is British, East Asian or whatever, and then suddenly it does become significant once the run begins?

HM: Unless you are trying to tell a story that is specifically dictated by, or has a different resonance because of, some kind of racial tension, we should be open to having companies which are as diverse as possible. It might be an issue for the audience, but we have to create something we are all comfortable with and can’t second guess each view within each and every audience.
It might be that in the rehearsal room the director sees something that they realise may be interpreted in a certain way, but they may make an adjustment as a consequence.

KF: For an audience member, you are in a theatre and you are suspending disbelief anyway. When a young White male actor has a Black mother, an audience of a certain generation may have an issue with that because they just can't get their head into this place. But I think most people do accept it.

HM: Many productions, especially Shakespeare, are not naturalistic. We are not generally making a documentary drama, we are telling a story within a theatrical framework.

KF: There is a sort of universality to doing Shakespeare; people talk about it being ‘nowhere’ and ‘no when’ and ‘everywhere’ and ‘every when’.  Unless you lock it down into a geographical time and place then dramatically there may be no need to go into those kinds of issues.  Much Ado About Nothing is one production that I worked on eighteen months ago where the director decided to set it in a specific place in a specific time.​[7]​ For example The Merchant of Venice was set in Las Vegas,​[8]​ Much Ado was set in Delhi, and we set Julius Caesar in Africa; they are all geographically specific and led by directorial choices.

HM: I think that is the difficult thing about trying to find just one phrase to sum up what we do: it is in response to each project. The important ambition we work hard to fulfil is that over a period of time we employ a truly diverse company of actors.   

AR: There is another tension between the ideal theatrical reality and social reality. I am thinking here in terms of your emphasis on building up your knowledge of particular actors when, in reality, discrimination may mean that Black or South Asian or East Asian actors get fewer opportunities to progress to those roles where they might be seen by you.  How do you balance your knowledge of those groups? 

HM: It is a really hard question, but it is really the crux of a lot of things. I hope things are changing with regards to opportunities and that is positive, but it is worth looking at statistics across the acting population. There are around 45,000 actors registered with Spotlight, the directory and website which the vast majority of professional actors pay to appear in.
It is possible to search the website under ‘appearance’ – which is where actors choose to list which cultural background an audience may consider them to have although not necessarily how they would identify themselves when asked. In the present Spotlight very few people across all age groups identify themselves as East Asian / Chinese / Japanese / Korean / Malay / Thai / Filipino and even five years ago the number was even smaller.  Things are changing, and our theatre community is starting to reflect the wider community as more East Asian actors come into the profession which is so important.   It does mean that a lot of these actors are very young and that with some notable exceptions there are not many older British East Asian performers working today. I do appreciate that this is the case for many reasons.   
For The Orphan of Zhao, I researched each actor who identified themselves as East Asian on Spotlight. A high proportion were still at drama school, which made me feel really positive for the future. But if they are at drama school they are all going to be competing for the same parts because there are generally only so many jobs for young actors here, regardless of their ethnicity.  What was interesting when I looked at the CVs was that the actors who were between twenty and thirty years old, are doing a wide variety of work. As a result, I think things are starting to change for this community of actors as they make their individual way in this industry. It’s really important that our acting community in the UK continues to broaden and diversify, which many people are concerned about and endeavouring to influence and inform.

AR: I think there is pressure for a big institution to reflect society, and that is an incredibly difficult expectation. You are never going to be able to please everyone, not just on a racial axis, but on multiple axes, such as gender and so on.  

HM: Yes, there is pressure, and quite rightly so. We are all actively seeking to reflect society.  Casting is both a creative and very practical process. We cast from actors who are available, interested in the job we have available and who have the skills required for the roles for which they are being considered. Actors shouldn’t feel obliged to take work or auditions in order to represent a community they may or may not feel part of. 

AT: What was the idea behind the A World Elsewhere season?  

KF: The season was constructed with three of our most experienced directors: Michael Boyd who was then the Artistic Director, Gregory Doran who was at the time of programming the season the Chief Associate Director, and Roxana Silbert who was at the time Associate Director at the RSC and is now the Artistic Director at Birmingham Rep. 
Within the RSC, discussions about programming take place within a medium sized group of people, who function as a kind of Artistic Programming Team. The group includes Casting, Producers, Associates and the people surrounding the core of the Artistic Director's Team. 
After some discussion, and as we had just had the World Shakespeare Festival, we were very keen to continue to look at how Shakespeare and Shakespeare's legacy sat within the drama world, and by ‘world’ I mean the ‘globe’.  That is how the idea of having a season of work that was written during, or was about various parts of the world during, Shakespeare's era emerged.  So we were looking for a season of three plays to put together, performed by a single company of actors in repertoire. 
In the end, we felt that the three plays which allowed us to explore something of the world in Shakespeare's time through many divided and fractured viewpoints would be A Life of Galileo, which was a reflection by a twentieth century German on a sixteenth century Italian in a new translation by the twenty-first century British writer Mark Ravenhill. We also decided to look at The Orphan of Zhao in a new version of this Chinese text of that era, commissioned from James Fenton who is, as you know, a writer and academic. And Boris Godunov, which was Pushkin's nineteenth-century Russian take on the sixteenth-century Tsar, translated by Adrian Mitchell. 

AR: Did you have a particular kind of audience in mind for this season?

KF: We have the audience in mind whenever we programme anything in the RST or the Swan. The RST is primarily seen as a home for Shakespeare, whereas the Swan offers a way to look at the world, the culture around Shakespeare, and at other theatrical writing from that era. I suppose the audience in the Swan tend to be regular theatre goers who have probably already seen a lot of RSC productions.  

AT: How did you come across The Orphan of Zhao?

HM: Gregory Doran has had an interest in Chinese drama and theatre practice for a long time. He knows of a lot of classic Chinese texts, so it was something that he had been aware of for a while. It is important that, particularly in the Swan, programming broadens the repertoire. Texts that Shakespeare was inspired by, or were inspired by Shakespeare, as well as other classics, little known pieces, and such like, are important and contemporary audiences should have a chance to see them.  

KF: We want to present audiences with new and unfamiliar theatrical experiences and are always looking for fresh ways of refracting the texts so that they speak to a contemporary sensibility.  

AT: Can we talk about the process of casting The Orphan of Zhao?  One of the things that came in for a lot of criticism was the tag line ‘maids, dogs and babies’, referring to the roles that British East Asian actors played.  Could you outline the process of casting for this project?

HM: One of the particular challenges of casting these three plays was the need to cast ten actors in their late 40’s and 50’s in a range of roles across all the plays. I was looking for actors who would be interested in the roles available in all three plays, happy with the busy schedule and who could come to Stratford-upon-Avon over Christmas. We did explore the availability, suitability and interest of senior members of the BEA acting community. We have worked with British East Asian actors in the past and I have cast other projects in other organisations where it has been a specific requirement of the play. Having a broad knowledge base is always something that one is aware of as a responsible Casting Director. I did look at all the CVs on Spotlight of people who identified themselves as East Asian in ‘appearance’, so there was due consideration for the widest possible group of people. The upsetting thing about the comment about roles of ‘maids, dogs and babies’, was that the actors who played these parts are young; they are at the beginning of their careers and were proud to have been part of the company performing this work. For example one of the actors to whom you are referring was here for his very first professional job, Chris Lew Kum Hoi. Since then we have invited him back: he played Puck in A Midsummer Night’s Dreaming in 2013, and he is also going to play the Little Monk in a revival of A Life of Galileo in 2014. 

KF: The Company unanimously wrote a letter to Equity because they were pretty fed up with the way that ‘a dog and the maid’ was being portrayed on the blogosphere.  This letter comes from all of the Company including ‘the dog and the maid’, and says: ‘We are not simply playing “a dog and a maid!” The only voices being heard at present are misinformed about the nature of our roles in the show.  We are playing The Ghost of Cheng Ying’s Son, a featured role. We are playing one of the eight Noble Sacrifices, named The Maid.  We are playing Wei Jing’s Captain. Most importantly, we are three of the four “Mysteries” or “Eunuchs” or “Spirits” who are on stage for most of the play to further illustrate the story, raise characters from the dead and turn them into ghosts, personify the emotional life of the characters on stage and, yes, at one point breathe life into the puppet of a dog and turn him into The Demon Mastiff.  We are so much more than “a dog and a maid” and so much more than “three Asians out of seventeen”'. Actually this accusation was one of the stimuli behind our meeting with Equity to discuss the whole issue and try to get something positive out of it because it was such a misunderstanding.

HM: But the quotes around the words are absolutely key: these actors felt they were reduced to ‘three out of seventeen’ and yet they are individuals and have different cultural backgrounds and identify differently. The upsetting part of this was all the implications made about how we each identify ourselves, but there are many people with all sorts of mixed backgrounds who choose not to be categorised. So, to be told ‘oh no you are all the same’ was a difficult part of the discussion.  Also, the Ghost is in fact almost the best part in the play and is absolutely beautiful.

KF: And beautifully played by Chris Lew Kum Hoi. I understand the argument that this was an opportunity to have as many East Asian actors in the company as possible. The play was part of a season and the point was to get as diverse a company as possible across all three plays, but the focus was directed on these three actors who might consider themselves to be East Asian and not on all of the actors as individuals with a variety of backgrounds both social and cultural.

HM: We approached the casting of The Orphan of Zhao as we would any other production and with the hope that this was an opportunity to get to know actors we didn't already know. The reality is there are a lot of actors out there and my process will always be pressured in some way. I have always got a list of many more actors I’d like us to meet than I am able to call in. My job is to try and choose from the long-list who we should see. On this occasion, we did take the opportunity to prioritise British East Asian actors, regardless of experience. Any opportunity to see actors you are less familiar with is really positive. 

AT: Perhaps there was an assumption that because The Orphan of Zhao was a Chinese text, that there was an issue of cultural ownership at stake?

HM: I think this is really interesting. We have talked a bit about it internally in relation to, for example, Arabian Nights, which has its roots in many different cultures and is allegorical. Does this have an impact on how it could be cast and how that casting might be perceived? Should one approach it differently to a contemporary play commenting specifically on China today, for example, The World of Extreme Happiness recently produced at the National Theatre?

KF: I imagine that, because a play like The Orphan of Zhao so rarely gets produced, if you are part of the East Asian acting community and somebody is producing it, you would feel a sense of ownership towards it and be frustrated if you couldn’t be part of it. 
  
HM: Especially if East Asian actors don’t have as many opportunities as others. And I think it is an interesting point for what we wanted to do with The Orphan of Zhao. We wanted to expose a contemporary British audience to a story that they perhaps would never have known, and explore another culture and its classic stories, as part of a season of three plays. We wanted to continue to explore a rich history that a lot of British people know nothing about and to explore it in the context of a multicultural Britain. 

AT: Perhaps an all British East Asian cast might also homogenise British East Asian experiences?

HM: Indeed, of course British East Asians will no doubt have very individual relationships with China. Making an assumption that British East Asians all have Chinese heritage is a problem of course or that they have strong links to that heritage. 

KF: You find that in other productions as well.  When we did Much Ado About Nothing there were members of the cast who had never been to India. They are British born and bred and this is their world. We mustn’t assume everyone has had the same set of experiences.

AR: How did the RSC feel as a company as the controversy progressed?

HM:  It was quite emotionally upsetting.

KF: It was a very emotional letter that the acting company wrote to Equity, and they felt quite angry. This is the actors speaking in the letter and you can hear the emotion in it: 

We are a part of a beautifully diverse family, not just within our cast but within the company that employs us. We are from all walks of life. We see it as a triumph that the title role is played by a mixed race actor while his birth father is played by a Caucasian actor.  The other lead, his adoptive father, is played by another mixed race actor, while his birth mother is a Caucasian actress.  Doctor Cheng Ying is played by a Caucasian actor and his birth son played by a British East Asian actor, and the son he pretends is his own flesh and blood played by our mixed race lead actor. We see this as a celebration and cannot fathom why this fact is being ignored.  Meanwhile charges of racism are levelled at our Director and the RSC.

You can hear the emotion.  To start with, a lot of it was about protecting them so that they were able to just focus during rehearsals. We must try to allow them to create their best work. 
I think in the end they did a fine job, and made a fine production which Greg and we are very proud of.  But coming away from it, aside from the production and the specific arguments that came our way because of the show, anything that helps change the landscape and make it easier for British East Asian actors to find work, and for there to be a context for them to be able to get good parts, is good and healthy. In a way, maybe something good came out of it. 

HM: On the whole, I have got a different and I hope better relationship with a wider group of British East Asian Actors on a professional level. I continue to see more of their work, but I have also been able to help actors get a better understanding of the casting process through events I have been invited to. Yes we do see lots of productions but it is also important for actors to keep in touch with us. It is a two way process. I have had an opportunity to get that word out and hopefully some British East Asian actors now feel a different kind of engagement with the industry, not just with me, but generally.  It was a significant message at the Opening the Door event: ‘don't just sit back’. You can get out there and it is your industry too. Talk to people and tell people that you exist. No matter how hard we try we just can’t be everywhere all the time. You need to tell us that you want to work here because not everyone does.  We had lots of good conversations at the Opening the Door event. Then we organised a day of general auditions for British East Asian Actors in partnership with Equity, the National Theatre and other casting directors working in theatre, film and television. I hope a lot of positive things will come out of the debates arising both with casting professionals getting to know more actors and that the British East Asian community of actors feel more engaged with their industry and with each other.


Letter to Malcolm Sinclair, Equity, from The Orphan of Zhao company





We, the acting company and stage management team of The Orphan of Zhao, write this letter in the hope that our unified voice may be heard and understood.  What we really want you to understand is that the arguments and attacks against the RSC and Greg Doran are founded upon misinformation, half-truths and inaccuracies which have been unfairly picked up by national newspapers.
We are a proud 17 member acting company with the RSC, irrespective of race, gender, sexual orientation, or ethnicity. We were hired by a theatre company with an exemplary record for “colour blind” casting and by a director who has paved the way for ethnic diversity on the stage.  This debate about the casting of the show (which is apparently aimed at ending ethnic prejudice) has reduced us to being a company of 3 Asian actors, 3 Mixed Race actors, 10 Caucasian actors and 1 Arab actor.  Indeed, the amount of attention focused on the "3 out of 17" Asians, as they are now insultingly referred to, has been upsetting, unfair and hurtful.
We keep hearing the argument that the RSC’s colour blind casting stops at members of the British East Asian community, but there are three of us in the company! We then hear the argument that although we are in the company, our roles are not worthy, or important and do not acknowledge us enough. With the greatest respect, we would like to suggest that no one person has the right to decide for another what role is or isn’t worthy of merit or worth for that actor.
We are not simply playing “a dog and a maid!” The only voices being heard at present are misinformed about the nature of our roles in the show. We are playing The Ghost of Cheng Ying’s Son, a featured role. We are playing one of the 8 Noble Sacrifices named The Maid. We are playing Wei Jang’s Captain. Most importantly, we are three of the four “Mysteries” or “Eunuchs” or “Spirits” who are on stage for most of the play to further illustrate the story, raise characters from the dead and turn them into ghosts, personify the emotional life of the characters on stage…and yes, at one point, breathe life into the puppet of a dog and turn him into The Demon Mastiff. We are so much more than “a dog and a maid,” and so much more than “3 Asians out of 17.”
We are part of a beautifully diverse family. Not just within our cast but within the company that employs us. We are from all walks of life. We see it as a triumph that the title role is played by an mixed race actor, while his birth father is played by a Caucasian actor. The other lead, his adoptive father, is played by another mixed race actor, while his birth mother a Caucasian actress. Our Dr. Cheng Ying is played by a Caucasian actor…his birth son played by a British-East Asian actor, and the son he pretends is his own flesh and blood, played by our mixed race lead actor. We see this as a celebration and cannot fathom why this fact is being ignored meanwhile charges of racism are levelled at our director and the RSC. Our love and loyalty to Greg is informed and measured. He has earned it. He and the RSC have earned the right not to have to defend themselves against charges of racism and indeed this was our message to him when we heard of the initial controversy.
We would like to make it abundantly clear, that none of us are in the habit of working for racists. We do not accept racism in our personal lives, nor do we allow it to infect our professional lives. We are also not insensitive. We claim back as ours, the ability to identify racism and prejudice of any sort, even to members of the British East Asian community and would never accept to engage in any action that would be deemed insulting to another ethnic group. Nor do we believe for a nanosecond that the RSC or Greg would accept that either. Indeed those of us within the company of ethnic backgrounds have all been subject to that very thing at one time or another. The idea that we would be “yellowing up” is insulting and infuriating.
We also note, with sadness, that constructive and open discourse about the difficulties encountered by our fellow actors of East Asian background, has consistently included hateful and spiteful rhetoric and that a member for Equity's Minority Ethnic Artists' Committee is organizing a protest and demonstration to disrupt our show. A member who’s role is meant to be safeguarding the interests of 7 of us within the company as members of an ethnic minority. This has been incredibly upsetting to the whole company. We feel powerless and do not want to be represented by someone who would use disrespectful language (saying "rip the piss out of luvvies" etc) and causing us embarrassment to get their point across.  Our campaigning fellow actors of British-East Asian heritage, are justifiably arguing for their rights to be seen and heard by an industry they feel excluded from.  It is distressing to see that others amongst them are simultaneously attempting to ensure that we, their fellow actors, are not adequately or appropriately seen and heard simply because of our part in this show.
We give our full and complete support to Greg Doran and the RSC.

On behalf of The Orphan of Zhao company,
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